On 19 June 1870, ten days after the death of Charles Dickens, Ruskin wrote to Charles Eliot Norton:
The literary loss is infinite -the political one I care less for than you do. Dickens was a pure modernist -a leader of the steamwhistle party par excellence -and he had no understanding of any power of antiquity except a sort of jackdaw sentiment for cathedral towers. He knew nothing of nobler power of superstition -was essentially a stage manager, and used everything for effect on the pit. His Christmas meant mistletoe and puddingneither resurrection from the dead, nor rising of new stars, nor teaching of wise men, nor shepherds.
1
While Ruskin acknowledges a distinction between literary value ('the literary loss is infinite') and a judgement based on politics, it is the ideological meaning of Dickens' work that exercises him. The novelist's relish for the properties and appearances of the here and now, 'mistletoe and pudding', blinds him to a realm of meaning located somewhere else: a transcendental horizon, accessible through traditions of typology and myth.
Ruskin speaks in very different terms of another nineteenth-century novelist, in the famous opening lines of Praeterita:
I am, and my father was before me, a violent Tory of the old school; -Walter Scott's school, that is to say, and Homer's. I name these two out of the numberless great Tory writers, because they were my own masters.
Dickens is 'a pure modernist,' while Scott stands at the end of an 'old school', of which Homer is the founding father. Scott, in other words, is a classic, connected with those invisible powers of antiquity and superstition from which Dickens is cut off.
Ruskin had always been a passionate reader of Dickens' work; The Stones of Venice is sprinkled with delighted allusions to David Copperfield, which had just completed serialization.
3 The later denunciation of that work is no less passionate for being so programmatic. As for Scott, he was always one of Ruskin's essential writers, a lifelong touchstone. Ruskin's attitude to both authors is complex and varying, rather than cut and dried, and it clarifies important features of his own literary relation to modernity. Ruskin is practically unique among the major Victorian cultural critics in the extensiveness and quality of the attention he paid to contemporary fiction. At the same time, he shared much of the official suspicion of the novel, regarding it as a genre fatally compromised by its commitment to the phenomenology and ideology of modern life. Ruskin's address to the shifting, overlapping categories of fiction in modern culture, novel, romance and myth, with their various relations to the categories of reality and truth, illuminates the critical position he occupies in the Romantic genealogy of a Modernism characterized by the simultaneous repudiation of Romanticism and of modernity. Ruskin is, accordingly, an exemplary figure in the history of the theory of fiction, at least in Great Britain and North America. The novelists themselves were not always ready to acknowledge his salience for what they were doing: E. M. Forster's A Room With a View (1908) bluntly identifies Ruskinian medievalism with 'Victorian values', which it rejects in favour of a modern paganism derived from Pater's essays on the Renaissance. Nevertheless, Ruskin's quarrel with the novel predicts a seismic shift in the conceptual ground of fiction, from realism to myth, which would not receive formal recognition in the institutions of criticism until after the First World War.
II
The late essay Fiction, Fair and Foul (1880) gives us Ruskin's most sustained and eloquent meditation on the topic. Comparing the death scenes in Bleak House with those in Scott's Old Mortality, Ruskin analyses the work of Dickens as a pathological symptom of modernity. Dickens' novels exemplify 'the literature of the prison-house'
